HOW WELL CAN ONE GET TO KNOW
A STRAWSONIAN PERSON?* I shall argue that one cannot get to know a Strawsonian person, to speak in a popular way. To speak more philosophically, Strawson has a metaphysical theory of persons which involves serious epistemological difficulties. I shall begin by establishing that Strawson is committed to three claims: 1) the concept of a person is a priori, 2) persons are "items" or "things" which cannot be experienced, and 3) we apply the concept of a person to a particular Strawsonian person (subject of experiences and bodily characteristics) "via" his body. Then I shall argue that good reasons for this view are not provided and offer explanations of why Strawson does not recognize this difficulty.
Strawson's denial that we experience persons emerges in his discussion of the origin of the concept of a person. He does not explain at any length how he uses 'concept' and, on occasion, its equivalent (for him), 'idea.'" But he does present an argument when discussing the origin of the concept of a person which shows that he sometimes thinks about concepts and ideas in terms not unlike those of the proverbial empiricist: generally, concepts are "derived from" objects which we have experienced. Minimally, this implies that we would not have such concepts if we did not experience the appropriate, correlative objects. Strawson's concept of a person, since it does not meet this condition, is a priori. To be more cautious, this is what I shall mean by calling it a priori.
The argument in question is:
. . . To have the idea of himself, must he not have the idea of the subject 'of the experiences, of that which has them? . . . To have the idea at all, it seems that it must be an idea of some particular thing of which he has experience, and which is set over against or contrasted with other things of which he has experience, but which are not himself. But if it is just an item within his experience of which he has this idea, how can it be the idea of that which has all of his experiences?2 I maintain that in this argument Strawson denies that we can and do experience persons. His thought seems to proceed as follows. In general, concepts meet the minimal condition mentioned: we do not have them unless we have experienced the appropriate objects. This leads to a kind of paradox in the case of the concept of a person, a subject of experiences. According to the argument, there is a single subject for each individual person or man, and in experiencing an object the subject having the experiences is not itself experienced. One cannot experience oneself because this would require a second subject. The existence of a second subject, in the case of experience of oneself by oneself, would contradict the assumption that a man is (or has) only a single subject of experiences. So we are left in the paradoxical position of maintaining that we have a concept which does not meet a minimal general condition for our having concepts because we cannot experience persons.3
Strawson does not conclude either that we do not have the concept of a person, or that in some sense we must experience persons, e.g., other persons. Rather, he concludes that we have the concept and that the question of how we can have it, given that we do not experience persons, must be faced. I conclude that for Strawson the concept of a person is a priori and that persons, viewed as subjects of experience, are "items" or "things" (Strawson's words) which 2 Strawson, op. cit., pp. 88-89. Strawson suggests in this context a distinction between the concept of a person and the concept of some particular person, say oneself. It is the only place he suggests the distinction; elsewhere he blurs it.
It is also worth noting these remarks on p. 88: . Keeping before our minds the picture of an auditory world . . . may help to give us a continuing sense of the strangeness of what we in fact do; and this sense of strangeness we want to keep alive in order to see that we really meet it and remove it, and do not just lose or smother it." The strangeness, it becomes clear, is in our distinguishing a subject from all that we experience and yet ascribing experiences to this unexperienced subject. Thus he sees confronting and eliminating the strangeness of the relevant distinctions and ascriptions, not the distinctions and ascriptions themselves, as an important task.
3 It is, of course, pertinent that Strawson at no point asserts or implies that we experience other subjects either. Thus he does not avail himself of the possibility that we have the concept of a person as a result of experience of other persons. cannot be experienced. (One could also say that the concept of a person which we have, on this view, is a priori because persons cannot be experienced.) These are two of the three claims I attribute to Strawson.
The question at the end of the passage is: how can the concept of a person be a concept of an unexperienced subject? The question is not a very clear one. But I think it is fair to say, on the basis of the "Persons" chapter as a whole, that Strawson is asking two questions: what is the origin of the concept and how do we apply it to subjects of experience?
With respect to the question of the origin of the concept of a person, Strawson is inclined to say two kinds of things. On the one hand, he repeatedly tells us that the concept is "primitive." Presumably, this is a way of saying it is a priori and that it is not derivable from experience: we simply have the concept. On the other hand, he accepts the question about the origin of the concept of a person as a question to be answered. But he is uneasy about his attempts in this direction, saying of them that they "might count as beginnings or fragments of an answer"4 which do not "satisfy this demand at all fully."5 Because most of Strawson's efforts are devoted to dealing with the question of the applicability of the concept and because he is less uneasy about these efforts, it is sensible to return to this question.
How does the concept of a person apply to a subject of experiences? To answer this question on the basis of the "Persons" chapter it is necessary to describe what a person is for Strawson. He provides a useful summary of his views:
... Among the things we ascribe to ourselves are things of a kind that we also ascribe to material bodies to which we should not dream of ascribing others of the things that we ascribe to ourselves. Now there seems nothing needing explanation in the fact that the particular height, colouring, physical position which we ascribe to ourselves should be ascribed to something or other; for that which one calls one's body is, at least, a body, a material thing. It can be picked out from others, identified by ordinary physical criteria and described in ordinary physical terms.... It can and must seem to need explanation that one's states of consciousness, one's thoughts and sensations, are ascribed to the very same thing to which these physical characteristics, this physical situation, is ascribed.6 Several pages later he says:
. . .We do . . . ascribe certain corporeal characteristics not simply to the body standing in this special relation ["possession"] to the thing to which we ascribe 518 PHILOSOPHY AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL RESEARCH those thoughts and feelings, &c., but to the thing itself to which we ascribe those thoughts and feelings.7
These passages make two things clear. First, Strawson believes a person is not merely his body or his thoughts and feelings, etc., or even some combination of the two. A person is, at least in part, the "thing itself" which "possesses" both the body and the experiences.8 That is, a whole person (so to speak) is something in addition to his body and his experiences, something to which his body and experiences belong. Second, he also believes that a person's body is a material thing which can be identified by "ordinary physical criteria." For him this means there are descriptions in terms of relational and nonrelational properties such that for each body there is at least one unique description;9 put more briefly, bodies are subject to individuating descriptions.
We see, therefore, that in Strawson's view a person involves a body, a set of experiences and, in addition something which may be said to "possess" both. The subject of experiences is the same as that which "has" the relevant body.10 We saw earlier that Strawson denies that we can experience the subject of experiences. Consequently, we cannot experience the subject which possesses the body. With these essentials in mind, we may return to the question of how we apply the concept of a person to the subject of experiences.
One could rephrase the question as follows: how can we tell when and where there are persons, i.e., the "things themselves" to which the concept applies and which exist over and above human bodies and human experiences? We have already seen the key to what I think must be Strawson's answer: bodies ". . . can be picked out from others, identified by ordinary physical criteria and described in ordinary physical terms."1 That is, bodies can be uniquely specified by means of unique descriptions. This may not look like an answer to our question because it tells us about bodies rather than subjects which have bodies and Strawson has distinguished the two.
Because Strawson believes subjects are unobservable or in- In that book Strawson repeatedly emphasizes that the concept of a person must have empirical criteria for its applicability.3 Sometimes he says that the concept of a person is empirical. Since he does not also say we experience subjects of experience,14 saying the concept is empirical is, presumably, a way of alluding to the empirical criteria, the locating of human bodies, which we employ in applying the concept. Thus this claim does not tell against the concept's being a priori in the sense I spelled out above-. the concept is not derived or obtained from an experience of a subject. . . .We may talk, confidently, of an undeniably persistent object, a man, who perceptibly traces a physical, spatiotemporal route through the world and to whom a series of experiences may be ascribed with no fear that there is nothing persistent to which they are being ascribed.16
The first passage suggests the insufficiency and at the same time the necessity of identifying a body for identifying a subject. The second passage emphasizes the perceivable, physical traces of a person. I have argued that Strawson distinguishes a person from his body (and his experiences) and claims that we identify a person "via" his body. These passages are compatible with, and the first passage encourages, this interpretation. Because one's body is not identical with the subject, bodily identity is not by itself sufficient for personal identity. Some additional principle, such as the sufficiency of one's knowing that there is a human body for saying there is a person, is needed. This principle, I submit, Strawson takes for granted in both Individuals and The Bounds of Sense. It is the third claim I wanted to attribute to Strawson.
Thus far I have argued that Strawson's a priori concept of a person is applied to a subject which cannot be experienced "via" a certain (kind of) body. I think that there are serious difficulties with this position and some philosophically interesting reasons why Strawson does not recognize them. Both the difficulties and the reasons for failing to see them will be presented next.
II
There are two serious difficulties with the view expressed by the three claims attributed to Strawson. One is that there seems to be no direct empirical basis for the claim that there are Strawsonian persons. The other is that Strawson's arguments for the claim do not succeed.
The lack of direct empirical basis, at least according to Strawson, is established by his denial that we experience subjects and the additional denial that such subjects are any series of bodily and/or mental states. According to these denials, we cannot experience subjects either (directly) in a single experience or (indirectly) in a series of experiences of the relevant states of a person. Indeed, as we saw above, our knowledge that there are persons is a matter of conclud- not accepting (though not necessarily for rejecting) the view that we (may) apply concepts of persons to subjects of experience "via" living human bodies. If this conclusion is justified, one wonders why Strawson does not see it. I shall suggest three reasons. The first is that although he confronts the issue of the lack of experiential confirmation in The Bounds of Sense, he sees it as directed against a view different from his own. The second is that the nature of descriptive metaphysics as he sometimes describes it does not involve the kind of existential assertions he wants to make elsewhere. Finally, he sometimes approaches, but only approaches, saying that we have the concept of a person but that there is no object proper for it. I shall take these up in order.
One of the implications of the first part of the paper is that Strawson has a variant of a substantialist view of selves: there is a single, enduring subject of experiences and bodily states. Another conclusion was that, on Strawson's own word, we do not experience such subjects. Therefore, one might say, as I just did, that there is no direct empirical confirmation of such a view. Strawson is well aware of this kind of criticism. Indeed, he says that Kant in his attack on a kindred view did not develop it sufficiently. Strawson approaches the alleged error in the following way:
We have criteria of singularity and identity for subjects of experience (people, men). If we are to talk of individual souls or consciousnesses as well, we need criteria of singularity and identity for them. The only way to guarantee a consequence which must surely rate as an adequacy condition for an admissible concept of an individual soul or consciousness-viz. that a normal man, in the course of a normal life, has at any time just one soul or consciousness which lasts him throughout-is to allow that the notions of singularity and identity of souls or consciousnesses are conceptually dependent on, conceptually derive from, the notions of singularity and identity of men or people. The rule for deriving the criteria we need from the criteria we have is very simple. It is: one person, one consciousness; same person, same consciousness. Acceptance of this rule of deriveration, however, is the suicide of rational psychology.22
Why is it "suicide" to accept such a rule according to which one may say there is a single "soul" or "consciousness"?
. . .We are tempted to think that we have knowledge of a continuing, identical subject, as such, knowledge which is independent of any empirical criteria of identity. We try, as it were, to abstract the force of "I" from the background of empirical criteria which give it its power of referring to a continuing subject and yet still view it as possessing that power. But if we do perform this abstraction, there is nothing for the word to express except consciousness in general, or the general conditions of the possibility of experience. Thus we confound the unity of experience with the experience of unity; and thus there arises the illusion of knowledge of the soul as a persisting immaterial thing. But it is only an illusion; and if we succumb to it, we are powerless to defend such a view of the soul against rival and less flattering theories, since no empirical means of decision between them is available.23
The suicide of rational psychology occurs, then, when one uses a "rule" which permits one to say, on grounds not wholly empirical, that there are "souls" or "consciousnesses." Strawson misrepresents somewhat the view in question. The view is not that we have no empirical criteria for identifying a "soul," but rather that the criteria for identifying "souls" are only partially empirical. They are the criteria involved in identifying people or men. In addition to these criteria, a "rule" saying (roughly) that where there is a person, there is a "soul" is involved. He goes on to say that the view confounds the unity of experience with the experience of unity and intimates that we have only the unity of experience available. His saying this indicates once more both his concern with the issue of direct experience of persons and his apparent denial that we experience persons (in his more strict use of the word). What bothers him about the "rule" is that it licenses inferences about the existence of "items" or "things" which cannot be experienced. Thus these passages indicate how well aware Strawson is of the kind of critique I have made of his own view. One cannot help asking, therefore, why he fails to see its applicability to his proposal.
A reason is not hard to find. Strawson sees, rightly, that such an attack was directed against a view different in certain respects from his own, a view involving "souls" or "thinking substances" which lack physical, and especially spatial, characteristics.
The doctrine to be attacked is the doctrine that each of us, by the mere fact of conscious experience, knows that he exists as a Cartesian thinking substance, i.e. as an immaterial, persisting, non-composite, individual subject of thoughts and experiences, capable of existence in total independence of body or matter.24
Strawson's view is: knowledge of bodies, not merely of conscious experience, is necessary to knowledge of a subject of experiences; such a subject is material in that it has physical characteristics (M-predicates are applicable to it); such a subject is not capable of existence apart from body or matter -as we have seen it is because Strawson assumes they are dependent upon one another that he can say human bodies enable us to know when and where there are subjects of experience. My suggestion is that because Strawson views the Kantian critique in the context of a view different from his own, he fails to question, and in turn recognize, its applicability to his own view. That is, because the critique is against views involving "souls" rather than Strawsonian persons, he can sympathize with it without recognizing its implications.
One could make the point somewhat differently. The "rule of derivation" which is the "suicide of rational psychology" is that where there is one person, one may claim there is one consciousness. whether we use personal pronouns, whether we talk of a person as 25 Individuals, p. xiii. In the first chapter and elsewhere, Strawson talks about how we talk and think about the world. In addition, he considers how our talk and thought is related to various observable things and situations. For example, he says: "If, then, there are any basic particulars in the sense I have indicated, it seems that the sense in which they must be observable is not merely this: that it should be correct to speak of observing them. It seems likely, rather, that they must be public objects of perception, particular objects of such kinds that different people can quite literally see or hear or feel by contact or taste or smell the same objects of these kinds." (Individuals, p. 45. Emphasis mine.) something more than his various states, etc.26 Such an enterprise could presumably be called descriptive metaphysics: it involves both a kind of description and a kind of concern with existential questions. It is this enterprise which gives an argument considered earlier considerably more plausibility:
... We do . . . ascribe certain corporeal characteristics not simply to the body standing in this special relation to the thing to which we ascribe thoughts and feelings, &c., but to the thing to which we ascribe those thoughts and feelings. may not see clearly the force of objections to the view that persons are genuine "things" or "items" (to use his words once again).29
Finally, Strawson approaches asserting but does not seem fully willing to assert that we have the concept of persons but that there are no persons (viewed as "things"). In other words, he does not seem willing to assert that we have a concept but that there is no object proper for it. We saw at the outset of Part I that an empiricistic demand regarding the origin of concepts is mentioned as well as accepted and that this demand gives rise to a paradox. The paradox arose because he accepts three claims: we have the concept of persons, we do not experience persons, and concepts are "derived from" the appropriate objects. Kant once posed a very pertinent question, viz., how do concepts which we have but which do not derive or arise from what we experience apply to what we experience:
But pure concepts of understanding being quite heterogeneous from empirical intuitions, and indeed from all sensible intuitions, can never be met within any intuition. For no one will say that a category, such as that of causality, can be intuited through sense and is itself contained in appearance. How, then, is the subsumption of intuitions under pure concepts, the application of a category to appearances, possible?30 Kant's answer to this kind of question is difficult. Fortunately, for present purposes we need not consider it. But it deserves mention that part of his answer involved giving up the claim that there is an object for every concept that we have. Equally important was the twist Kant gave to empiricism. He emphasized that while concepts we have and employ need not "come from" experience, they must, if they are to be other than "empty," be applicable to experience. Strawson approaches, without accepting, this position by emphasizing the "empirical criteria" needed to apply our concept of a person. To call attention to these criteria is to call attention to what we can and do "directly" experience and, at the same time, to direct attention away from that all-important (to Strawson) component of human beings, the subject of experiences and bodily characteristics. This emphasis on the observable rather than the unobservable aspects of humans may be another reason why the objections I have raised do not seem forceful to him; indeed, they do not occur to him.
Were Strawson willing to say in a Kantian vein that persons need not exist as "items" or "things" in order for us to talk in an empiri-cally significant way about them, my objections would not be applicable. But Strawson's saying that would entail, if my earlier arguments are sound, a major revision of his view. It would entail saying that although we talk as if there are existing persons or subjects in addition to human bodies and experience, there are no such subjects. Or, at least, there need not be such subjects.
I shall conclude by rehearsing some of the central points. Strawson's attachment to empiricism is such that he does not want to admit the existence of objects we cannot experience directly.' Subjects of experience and bodily characteristics, or, in other words, persons in his strict sense of the word, are such objects. The intellectual tension which these conflicting tendencies cause is in part relieved by Strawson's ability to distinguish his view from others. No less important is his ability to specify, in effect, a "rule" by which we may locate persons or say where they are. This "rule" is never put to the kind of empirical test he urges; if it were, he (if consistent) would have to revert to the paradoxical position of demanding direct experience of persons and denying that there is such experience. By directing our attention to linguistic evidence which shows, from one perspective, that we speak and think as if there are persons, and by emphasizing that part of the answer to the question of where persons are which does involve empirical criteria, namely the location of human bodies, Strawson avoids confronting the lingering paradox." DONALD SIEVERT.
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31 Fred Korn, in conversation, suggested that one think of Strawson as a "reluctant phenomenalist." On the one hand, Strawson is interested in attempts to describe objects, including persons, in terms of their (in principle) observable characteristics or qualities; on the other hand, he is inclined toward insisting that things and persons consist of an additional element not "caught" by such descriptions, however, complex and complete. Both tendencies are clearly present in the first chapter of Individuals; also, see footnote 25.
